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What is ‘the Other Side’?

Middle-earth has another side to it, which is, in some way, beyond or apart from what most of the Free Peoples think of as simply “the world” or “the living world”.  When the world is perceived with the subtle senses of the spirit instead of through the five senses of the body, everything is suddenly strange and alien. Although the physical nature of the world is unchanged, it almost seems like another place. This “world beyond,” as it were, is inhabited by the Ringwraiths, who are unknown and indeed barely comprehensible to most folk.  In their best efforts to describe this mysterious plane of perception, the Wise ‒ Wizards, High Elves, and students of arcane lore ‒ have called it “the wraith-world”, “the shadow world” or “the other side”.

In truth, whether they recognise it or not, every being in Arda truly exists to some extent on “both sides”: both their physical body and their soul or spirit exist in the same spatial location.  But is also true that most creatures are usually limited to perceiving and interacting with creatures of the same primary nature as themselves, which can be physical if they are attached to a living body, or spiritual if they are not. Relatively few beings are able to perceive and interact in both worlds without extremely rare magical assistance.

Perceptions on the Other Side

Luckily, we have clear descriptions of a living being entering the Other Side (that is to say: having his mode of perception changed) every time Frodo or Sam uses the One Ring:

As before, Sam [wearing the One Ring] found that his hearing was sharpened, but that to his sight the things were pale, as if seen through a mist, but still at a distance he heard the bubbling of Shelob in her misery: and harsh and clear, and very close it seemed, he heard cries and the clash of metal.

The Return of the King (Book VI, Chapter I: The Tower of Cirith Ungol).

So, perceptions of the landscape and of the living beings in it are different depending on the plane of perception. On the other side,vision is severely limited, as if there is always mist. However,sounds are better heard, and smells can still be perceived, although they may not match those of the Living Side. 

‘I thought that I saw a white figure that shone and did not grow dim like the others. Was that Glorfindel then?’

‘Yes, you saw him for a moment as he is upon the other side: one of the mighty of the Firstborn.’

The Fellowship of the Ring (Book II, Chapter I: Many Meetings)

From this we can conclude that normal living beings without particularly strong spirits are seen like Glorfindel’s companions as dim shadows on the Other Side, while rare individuals of Glorfindel’s stature who live on both sides simultaneously can be seen clearly as shining forms of light.

In addition to this, within Arda there are also beings of naked spirit, beings imperceptible to the normal senses of living creatures. They coexist in the  real world, but interact only rarely with incarnate beings. Furthermore, they are perceptible only to senses of the spirit which few living beings possess.  To those senses they also appear as shining forms, but ones of a pale and dreadful light.

He [Frodo] could see them [the Ringwraiths] clearly now: they appeared to have cast aside their hoods and black cloaks, and they were robed in white and grey. Swords were naked in their pale hands; helms were on their heads. Their cold eyes glittered, and they called to him with fell voices.

The Fellowship of the Ring (Book II, Chapter XII: Flight to the Ford).

The Denizens of the Other Side

The fëa [spirit, in the context of Elves] is single, and in the last impregnable. It cannot be brought to Mandos. It is summoned; and the summons proceeds from just authority, and is imperative; yet it may be refused. Among those who refused the summons (or rather invitation) of the Valar to Aman in the first years of the Elves, refusal of the summons to Mandos and the Halls of Waiting is, the Eldar say, frequent. It was less frequent, however, in ancient days, while Morgoth was in Arda, or his servant Sauron after him; for then the fëa unbodied would flee in terror of the Shadow to any refuge ‒ unless it were already committed to the Darkness and passed then into its dominion. In like manner even of the Eldar some who had become corrupted refused the summons, and then had little power to resist the countersummons of Morgoth.
-Of re-birth and other dooms of those that go to Mandos, Laws and Customs among the Eldar, HoMe 10

The Other Side is the primary mode of existence and perception for creatures which exist solely as naked spirits, such as those evil Maiar (or Úmaiar1)‒whose physical bodies have been destroyed and who lack the power or will to build themselves new ones, persist there, unseen and powerless, without the strength to interact with the Living World or possibly even to communicate with other spirits. Also lurking there are a few other Úmaiar which retained their original spiritual nature and seldom build themselves bodies to walk in the physical world of the living.  In addition to these there are “the Houseless”2: the spirits of corrupted Elves who refused to follow the Summons of Mandos at the death of their natural bodies and remain in Middle-earth.

Unlike the spirits of the Elves, the souls of Men cannot linger on the Other Side because the Summons of Mandos is mandatory for them by Eru’s will. The Nazgûl are an exception to this only achieved by the unique, unintentional cooperation of the Elven Smiths with Sauron, and the Oathbreakers are another exception allowed by Eru himself, for they have a role to play in his plans. As for Dwarves, they are a race less attuned to the Other Side than Elves or even Men, and their spirits cannot be fooled or forced to linger, although it is also said that even they have exceptions to this rule, in the creatures now called the Ta-Fa-Lisch3.

All these naked spirits usually remain unseen and unable to interact with the living, against the natural order dictated by Eru.  No matter what reason a naked spirit may have to linger in Middle-earth, this is at best a sign of taint or at worst of outright corruption. Since these creatures are so unnatural and dreadful, many folk believe that they belong to another world, a world of shadows, but this is to completely misunderstand what normally separates them from the living.

As a general rule naked spirits cannot initiate interaction with living beings at all, but living beings can initiate interaction with spirit beings by offering part of their vital strength to establish a connection. This is wrong and against the natural laws of Arda, and also dangerous because the motives of Úmaiar or the Houseless for responding to such contact are unlikely to be pure. Even if they want to get someone to perform a 'good' act like saving their child from marauding orcs, the resistance to Fate is a selfish motivation and the 'goodness' is tainted.

Once contact is established, these beings can communicate using a spiritual contact known by the Elves as ósanwë, which allows transmission of thoughts even over long distances. It is believed that the relation between the two communicating beings and the strength of their spirits dictate the effective distance over which this is possible. (Additionally, some spirits can use this power to search out a single being by focusing on their thoughts, whilst some possess the skill to shroud themselves against this kind of detection amid the clamour of all the other spirits within range.)

The mightiest spirits can communicate with the living at negligible cost to themselves, by ósanwë or auditory illusions, and impose such pain, such fearful threats or such cunning deceits (like posing as revered ancestors or envoys of the Valar) that they would defeat, coerce or cajole all but the strongest Mannish minds.

Such powers, however, cannot be used by the majority of weaker spirits.  They are restricted to ‘poltergeist’-type effects like hiding objects and writing in the dust to entice people to contact them ‒ or whoever their victims are intended to think they are ‒ by 'séance' etc.  Whilst the victim must willingly open his mind for the establishing of contact with the Houseless, no true magical technique is required from him. Everything else about the interplay between the two is just the theatrics of the hard sell, the ultimate goal of the spirit being for its victim to willingly lower their defences.

The weakest of spirits have no means of initiating contact with anyone other than those gifted with a special sensitivity to the Other Side. They just make people feel 'something' in an area, perhaps leading them to decide that a tree must be inhabited by some kind of spirit, or that a room is haunted and there is a 'presence' there  ‒ all to entice their victims into attempting to make contact. Specialists such as Necromancers or other Sorcerers could do more than merely make contact with such spirits.

If spirits can entice mortals to pay attention to, and then to open themselves to them, creating a contact link, they may steal vital strength from them to fortify their own power. If they are strong enough, some may even try to possess a mortal body, either unnaturally casting its rightful owner’s traumatised naked spirit into the Other Side or seizing control over the owner’s body whilst imprisoning the owner’s spirit impotently deep within it.

The Elves certainly held and taught that fëar or 'spirits' may grow of their own life (independently of the body), even as they may be hurt and healed, be diminished and renewed.11
11 If they do not sink below a certain level. Since no fëa can be annihilated, reduced to zero or not-existing, it is not clear what is meant. Thus Sauron was said to have fallen [after the destruction of the One Ring] below the point of ever recovering, though he had previously recovered. What is probably meant is that a ‘wicked' spirit becomes fixed in a certain desire or ambition, and if it cannot repent then this desire becomes virtually its whole being. But the desire may be wholly beyond the weakness it has fallen to, and it will then be unable to withdraw its attention from the unobtainable desire, even to attend to itself. It will then remain forever in impotent desire or memory of desire.
Notes on Motives in The Silmarillion, Myths Transformed VII, HoMe 10

Now-impotent slain Úmaiar are unable to be contacted by any Necromantic techniques, because an unthinkable amount of deliberate effort and a lot of power would be needed before they could even be communicated with.

From the Other Side into the Living World: The Undead

Other denizens of the Other Side can fully perceive in both modes at the same time. These are Undead, naked spirits belonging to evil Maiar or the Houseless, usually inhabiting a material dead body, in the fashion of the Barrow-wights. In this category we also find the most powerful Undead, dreadful spectres such as the Nazgûl, which can use bodies made of Sorcery and fear instead of corpses in order to deal with the Living Side.

However, the union of such a spirit and a corpse or sorcerous form is an unholy one and a mockery of life, and under the pure light of the Sun such tricks are revealed.  For that reason most Undead are forced by sunlight to leave the corpse they are linked to as the link itself is broken; even the most powerful ones are greatly hindered by sunlight.  They also fear water, for the power of Ulmo remains there. The strongest ones, such as the Nazgûl, can resist sunlight and cross rivers (especially when several act together) but they fear and dislike them anyway. This is the reason why no Undead army has ever been seen in Middle-earth, for the link must be created by a powerful Necromancer, such as the Witch-king who linked evil spirits to the dead bodies of Arnorian and Edain kings in order to create the Barrow-wights, and the enslaving Nine Rings were necessary to create the Nazgûl. This is the reason the Undead have always been few in number, and their vulnerability to sunlight makes them inadequate for armies. However, they are formidable guardians of dark places. 

Some say that the Houseless desire bodies, though they are not willing to seek them lawfully by submission to the judgement of Mandos. The wicked among them will take bodies, if they can, unlawfully. The peril of communing with them is, therefore, not only the peril of being deluded by fantasies or lies: there is peril also of destruction. For one of the hungry Houseless, if it is admitted to the friendship of the Living, may seek to eject the fëa from its body; and in the contest for mastery the body may be gravely injured, even if it he not wrested from its rightful habitant. Or the Houseless may plead for shelter, and if it is admitted, then it will seek to enslave its host and use both his will and his body for its own purposes. It is said that Sauron did these things, and taught his followers how to achieve them.

-Of re-birth and other dooms of those that go to Mandos-

On the other hand, we have Houseless who have managed to possess a living body. Most of them become insane creatures ‒ worse than animals, with no moral code ‒ immersed in an endless quest to satisfy their base instincts. When such a creature appears, it will commit unspeakable crimes. This is the origin of legends about degenerate eaters of human flesh that exist in various cultures across all of Middle-earth and some say this is what Mewlips are. But the most powerful of them retain their all their cunning malice and are the most dangerous, because who can guess the goals and ambitions of such a creature? Luckily, possessions seldom happen and even Necromancers  steer clear of Houseless too eager to walk among the Living because they know they would be uncontrollable if they managed to do so.

Living beings able to perceive both Sides

And here in Rivendell there live still some of his chief foes: the Elven-wise, lords of the Eldar from beyond the furthest seas. They do not fear Ringwraiths, for those who have dwelt in the Blessed Realm live at once in both worlds, and against both the Seen and the Unseen they have great power.

The Fellowship of the Ring (Book II, Chapter I: Many Meetings)

Living beings can usually only perceive the Living World, and may only perceive and have some degree of interaction in the Other Side (becoming clearly perceived from it at the same time) through the use of Objects of Power or Necromancy-related spells. It is very dangerous to try any interaction of this kind ‒ speaking with spirits and such being the most common ‒ because doing so involves willingly weakening the link to the Living World and entering for a limited time into a near "ghostly" state. When the link is damaged they lose weight and become transparent until their bodies  cast a shadow only under the midday sun, The greater the draining, the more complete the effect will be, or the longer its duration.  At the same time the mind will be also be eroded, much as happened to Gollum, because the minds of incarnate living beings are not made to endure such a process.

However, some Elves may have a certain natural degree of perception and even interaction with the Other Side because their spirits are more powerful than Mannish ones and the link between body and soul is stronger in them. In particular those Elves that have seen the Light of Valinor, like some powerful lords of the Noldor, are a very special case. They have been granted the strongest spirits of their kind and the strongest link between spirit and body, with the result that they can perceive both worlds and are the living beings most capable of confronting naked spirits and Undead.

Hobbits have proved to have a surprisingly strong link too, although it is far weaker than the Elvish one and they are as limited as any other common living being regarding perception and interaction with the Other Side.

Perceiving the Other Side

Of their own will, naked spirits will usually not try to extend themselves to interact exclusively in the mode of the Living World. They will do so, in a ghostly form, only if they are forced by a Necromancer or if they have an important task to fulfil, as was the case for the Oathbreakers. The reason for this is that when a naked spirit interacts with the Living World it begins to lose vital strength until such point as it retreats back to incorporeal existence, either by choice or by being  forced to do so by injury or weakness. On returning to the Other Side, it will slowly begin to recover its lost strength.

Spirits’ power may vary widely, so there are no general rules about how much time they can persist in the Living Side. However, if one exhausts all its energy staying there it is sure to spend thousands of years on the Other Side before manifesting itself again.

Things are different for Undead, because their link to a corpse allows them to interact with the Living Side without suffering any energy loss. So, they can stay in the Living Side as long as they wish.

Regarding possession of the body of a living being, it is unknown what will happen to the evil spirit within if the body of the host is destroyed.

Fighting Undead

Normal weapons cast only a dim shadow in the Other Side and are unable to harm naked spirits. For this task fire or an enchanted weapon would be needed, for they have within them a part of their maker’s soul, as with Sauron and the One Ring. Beside  enchanted steel, the sacred names of the Valar, especially Varda, may repel or frighten the dwellers of the Other Side.

It is impossible to hurt a naked spirit who is dwelling in the Other Side from the Living Side, unless he is interacting in the Living Side with a visible semicorporeal form, as a ghost. In any other case both, attacker and attacked, must be interacting in the same side (a battle in the Other Side between two naked spirits would be a duel of wills).

When a naked spirit in semicorporeal form or an Undead is ‘killed’ in the Living Side, losing all his vital energy, he will automatically retreat to the Other Side. There, he will need to rest to regain his vitality before returning to the Living Side again unless the link between him and his corpse is also broken. In the case of Barrow-wights, it was necessary to leave their treasures in sunlight, not claiming them through greed, in order to break the link. 

Undead can attack with normal weapons or with spectral ones, such as their own hands, which will weaken the link between their victim’s body and soul rather than causing physical wounds. In this case, only magical armour will serve as protection.

Related Objects of Power and Spells

The One Ring: As is well documented, the One Ring allows interaction with the Other Side, at the cost of damaging the inherent link between soul and body. One of these well-known interactions is granting invisibility, weakening the link with the Living Side so much that the wearer can only be perceived as though it is an Other Side dweller, and is therefore invisible to most living creatures. Also, as the Ring contains a part of Sauron’s own will, the wearer can be spotted by him, even allowing him to establish communication without the consent of the wearer, despite the rules of ósanwë  never normally allowing such ‘forced’ communication. It also has some other powers which are not related to spirits.

The Nine Rings: They allow interaction with the Other Side, with the inherent damage for the link between soul and body in the long term, since they were originally designed to be wielded by Elves with their link to the Living World that is far stronger than the Mannish one. However, they are cursed so their bearers will keep them at all cost and the link between body and soul is unnaturally maintained even when the body dies, forcing them to remain in Middle-earth as shadows of terror able to interact with the Living Side, Wraiths enslaved to Sauron’s will.

Lesser rings: Many lesser rings were forged in Eregion, some of them  by Sauron himself and not by the Elves. Some of these evil rings grant invisibility on the Living Side, at the cost of weakening the link between the body and soul of the wearer, because of the bearer’s partial immersion into the Other Side. They are usually cursed, so the bearer will want to keep them at all costs and will finally die if the link is ever completely broken, or enslaved by the One Ring if it is in Sauron’s possession.

Morgul blades: If a shard of such a blade remains within the body of a victim, it will move towards his heart, killing his mortal body and transforming the natural link between  the body and the spirit within into the unnatural link which joins a spirit with a dead body. However, in most cases the mortal body dies before the victim’s link is seriously altered and no Undead is created (as in the case of the Steward of Gondor Boromir I who died because a Morgul blade and did not became an Undead). But when the victim has a weak link (as it was Frodo’s case because he have been using and bearing the One Ring), they may become a wraith. Only Necromancers of Maiarin origin or other powerful Necromancers such the Witch-king himself may craft and wield such weapons.

Spells: The kind of magic dealing most with the Other Side is Necromancy, which is a dangerous and seldom used one. Also, some Elf-lords can use the Art to fight against the inhabitants of the Other Side and protect themselves against Necromancy. Both, Necromancy spells and the Art can be used for perceiving the Other Side, interacting with it, protecting the link between body and soul while interacting with it, and recovering vital energy.  Necromancy spells can further be used in stealing or dissipating vital energy or for creating a link between a naked spirit and a corpse..

